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1. Introduction 

The Kilivila language is spoken by about 20,000 people, 16,000 of whom 
live on the northern fringe of the Milne Bay Province in Papua New Guinea. 
The majority live in the Trobriand Islands group, some 12,000 on the main 
island of Kiriwina, and 2,500 on the other islands of the group. Other 
Kilivila-speaking people are resident in the Marshall Bennett Islands, with 
two small Kilivila-speaking communities in Yanabwa (northern edge of 
Egum Atoll) and in the Lusancay Islands. The rest of the Kilivila-speaking 
population are to be found in the major cities and towns of Papua New 
Guinea, where they work in Government or commercial employment. 

There are a number of different dialects of Kilivila, characterised mainly 
by regional phonological variants, with some morphological changes. The 
five dialects spoken on the main island of Kiriwina are Kilivila (from which 
the modem name of the language is taken) (North Kiriwina Island, 5,200 
speakers), Kuboma (Central Western Kiriwina Island, 1,700 speakers), Luba 
(Central Eastern Kiriwina Island, 3,100 speakers), Kavataria (Central 
Kiriwina Island, 1,200 speakers), and Kaibwagina (South Kiriwina Island, 
800 speakers). See map for dialect distribution. 

When the Methodist Church commenced work in the Trobriand Islands, 
its headquarters was established in 1894 in the central area where the 
Kavataria dialect is spoken. Later, in about 1908 the Government was based 
in the same area. Thus it has been the Kavataria dialect which has been used 
for most literature, vernacular education and governmental circulars and 
legal communication. This statement and wordlist is set in that dialect. 

Although the number of speakers of the Kavataria dialect is small, it has 
acquired status in Kiriwina as the acceptable medium for any literary work in 
Kilivila. In 1970-1972 there was an attempt to change to the numerically 
superior and politically dominant Kilivila dialect, an attempt with which I 
co-operated, believing the reasons for the change to te worth adequate 
testing. However I left the final decision to the Kilivila people, and the final 
vote, in which a good proportion of Kilivila dialect speakers participated, 
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unanimously opposed such a change. It seems that the Kilivila dialect 
speakers were happy to condescend to a continuation of Kavataria dialect for 
literary purposes, while the speakers of all other dialects felt comfortable 
with the status quo and would have felt threatened by a change to the dialect 
of the dominant group. 

My residence in the Trobriand Islands was for a period of eleven years, a 
major interest in this time being the study of the Kilivila language as far as 
my duties as a minister of the Methodist (later the United) Church permitted. 
I had and have many friends who came to understand and appreciate my 
desire to learn and my efforts for authentic situations, and this frequently 
resulted in linguistically sophisticated comments from informants desiring to 
correct what they had considered errors made by previous students of the 
language. Amongst all of them my most treasured friend was, and still is, 
Antonio Lubisa Bunaimata, and I record my indebtedness to him here. 
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Map 50. Kilivila language area 



